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VISUALIZING THE VERB FORMS IN SPANISH 



By C. Scott Williams 



THE large majority of our pupils in beginning Spanish are 
first-year students who have only vague notions as to the 
meaning of grammatical terms. In studying English grammar 
they have relied more on the sense than on the science of their 
mother-tongue and definitions have not meant very much in the 
bright lexicon of their youth. 

The place to begin in teaching the verb is the infinitive as it is 
the first form the pupil finds on opening the dictionary. But he 
must not be allowed to use it without instruction any more than a 
child should be allowed to play with a chisel until he has been care- 
fully shown which is the handle and which the cutting edge. I 
have my Spanish dictionary on the desk and into it I have slipped 
some strips of stiff manilla paper, on one side of which I have 
printed in clear type the English infinitive form "to speak" "to 
write" etc., and below the Spanish equivalent in larger type so that 
it can be read by the pupils in the rear of the room. I show the 
class just what it is that comes out of the dictionary. I then ex- 
plain how this form is "infinite" in that it has no limit as to person, 
number, tense, or mood, and by giving sentences in English in 
which they recognize that something must be added to the English 
infinitive if we are to make it show person, number, etc. A few 
sentences, or a whole lesson of Spanish sentences made up of infini- 
tives will quickly convince the pupils that we could not get very far 
in conversation or in telling facts if we used only the infinitive 
forms. Indeed, enough time should be spent on this to make 
them eager to go on to the more lively personal forms of the verb. 

So far, it is easy for them all to follow. The difficult thing is to 
show that the change in form of the verb to meet the change in 
person, number, tense and mood must come on the end of the verb 
and not by using, as we do in English, some helping word. 

The conjugation given in the book is often confusing as the 
pupils do not at first understand what is meant by a "model verb," 
por mas que lo expliquemos. I have therefore provided a piece of 
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beaver-board 30 inches square covered with manilla paper and 
with holes made at the top so that it can be quickly hung before 
the class and as quickly removed and set aside. On this I have 
printed in good type, using show-case ink of various colors, the 
following chart: 

CONJUGACION DEL 
Verbo en el presente. 

persona rafz (ar) ralz (er) ralz (ir) 

singular 

1 yo o 

2 tu as 

3 usted a 

3 61 (Juan) a 

3 ella (MarJa) a 

plural 

1 nosotros (Juan y yo) amos emos . 

2 vosotros ais 

3 ustedes an 

3 ellos an 

3 ellas an 

In this chart the pronouns are in black, the verb endings in red 
ink, with the exception of the second persons which are in green 
ink, as are also the pronouns "tu" and vosotros." "Tu" is ex- 
plained as for "home consumption" and not to be used in the class 
room except by brothers and sisters. "Vosotros" belongs to ser- 
mons and public speeches. I have on separate slips the words 
"Maria" "Juan" "Juan y yo" "Juan y Maria" with which the 
pronouns can be covered up or illustrated. I find confusion re- 
sulting if this is not done as first, second person, etc. does not mean 
much to some of them. 

Now when I have extracted my infinitive from the dictionary I 
attach it with a thumb tack to the beaver board placing it over the 
"raiz" so that the ending corresponds with the one on the chart. 
Here I try to make them see that because it is an infinitive, it can't 
be used with any of the pronouns below as it does not show person 
and number. I illustrate by talking of the lump of dough on the 
kneading board which must be cut up into discs before they can go 
into the oven and the biscuits be baked. Or I describe the process 
of melting iron in which the molten, unshaped stream flows out of 
the furnace along the channel made in the sand and is turned off 
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into side channels and again into smaller spaces until the whole bed 
of the foundry has been covered with the liquid metal which when 
cold will be broken up into bars of pig-iron. Then I have them 
turn to the chart of paradigms in the appendix of their books where 
they find the infinitive and see how the whole verb is spread out in 
a similar manner in all its forms, which we call the complete "con- 
jugation." 

When the pupils have grasped the idea that the form in the dic- 
tionary must be changed before it can be used with any one of the 
pronouns, I hold up my slip containing the infinitive and turning it 
to show the reverse side, I show the "raiz" printed in letters to fit 
the lettering on the chart and hold it first after one pronoun and 
then another till they see that the "raiz," which carries the root 
meaning of the verb, combines with the endings in red to form a 
new word which now shows person and number. I make them 
write down these verb forms and note the English meaning of each. 
I finally attach it to some one of the personal forms and then go 
back to the dictionary, extract another verb, and proceed in the 
same way till I have attached all the verbs found in the lesson or 
until the different endings of the three conjugations have been ex- 
amined. I have them memorize these endings: o, as, a, amos, 
ais, an, etc. and also have them drill with verbs, but I am extremely 
careful not to allow them to stress the endings except in the first 
and second plural, as later they must learn that the stressed stem 
vowel.is the only sign we have of the present tense. 

When slips occur in composition work the next day or at any 
time after, the chart can be quickly hung up, the "raiz" attached 
and the cause of the error traced and corrected. 

I have separate chart forms on loose sheets which can be fas- 
tened with thumb tacks over the first one to illustrate the imper- 
fecto, the preterito and the future By the time these are learned 
the pupils will have conquered the whole difficulty of verb forma- 
tion. 
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